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We passed through a narrow alley from which cavernous
archways led here and there. One side was in starlight, the
other in deepest shadow. Above us white towers and roofs,
all on different levels, and clustering together, rose into the
serenity of the night. Standing behind a door was an old can-
non on a wooden gun-carriage; a white cat sprang out of
a shadow and crossed our path. The silence was unbroken
except for the sound of our steps on the stones. I could smell
incense and knew that we were passing the church, Justinian's
church; then we ascended steps into an open space. Turning
to the left, we ascended a long wooden staircase to an outside
gallery which reminded me of the New Inn at Gloucester.
The monk who was leading us tapped on a door, and I found
myself in a small room full of yellow lamplight, in which the
Archbishop of Sinai was sitting behind a knee-hole desk.

Seated with him in the room were the four elders of the
monastery, big, black-bearded men with brown, rugged faces
like those of the peasants who live in the hills around Delphi.
They all rose as we entered. The Archbishop bade me wel-
come and asked how we had found the road and how long our
journey had taken. When I told him that we had spent a
night at Abu Zenima, he ran a ringed hand down his soft
beard and nodded indulgently, saying that he had come
through in one day from Suez. I complimented him on his
prowess as a motorist, and all the dark figures nodded and
smiled in admiration and agreement. A lay brother entered
with glasses of arak, which the monks make from dates, and
with saucers of jam. After a little more polite conversa-
tion I was shown to my room, which was three doors away
along the wooden gallery. Before going inside, I turned to
look down on the clustered buildings below, a pattern of star-
light and shadow. All around, wherever I looked, I saw
gaunt mountains shouldering the stars.

My room was bare, yet crowded. An ancient iron four-
poster, heavily encumbered by lace frills and a mosquito net,
occupied most of the space not taken up by a couch, two
chairs, a marble-topped table, and a washstand on which
stood two tin jugs of cold water. The only picture was an
ikon of the Madonna, which hung in a wooden shrine on the
wall, with a sprig of dry basil lying in front of it on a little